The estimated duration of forced displacement situations is a key parameter in defining an adequate response to the crisis. Where the crisis is short, humanitarian aid may suffice; when it lasts, development interventions are required. Using data from the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, this paper proposes propose a new approach to estimate the mean and median durations of exile, and their variations over time. The analysis finds that people who were refugees at the end of 2015 have been in exile for an average duration of 10.3 years and a median duration of 4 years; the average duration of exile has varied between 10 and 15 years since the late 1990s. The number of people who are in protracted situations (over five years) has been steady at 5 million to 7 million since the mid-1990s, and currently stands at 6.6 million. For those people, the average duration of exile is as long as 21.2 years. All these estimates are very sensitive to two situations: Afghanistan, where the crisis has been ongoing since 1979 and increases all averages, and the Syrian Arab Republic, which is relatively recent and lowers the averages.
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The estimated duration of forced displacement situations is a key parameter in defining an adequate response to the crisis. Where the crisis is short, humanitarian aid may suffice; when it lasts, development interventions are required. Using data from the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, this paper proposes propose a new approach to estimate the mean and median durations of exile, and their variations over time. The analysis finds that people who were refugees at the end of 2015 have been in exile for an average duration of 10.3 years and a median duration of 4 years; the average duration of exile has varied between 10 and 15 years since the late 1990s. The number of people who are in protracted situations (over five years) has been steady at 5 million to 7 million since the mid-1990s, and currently stands at 6.6 million. For those people, the average duration of exile is as long as 21.2 years. All these estimates are very sensitive to two situations: Afghanistan, where the crisis has been ongoing since 1979 and increases all averages, and the Syrian Arab Republic, which is relatively recent and lowers the averages.
Introduction
The Syrian conflict, the unfolding tragedy across the Mediterranean Sea, and the surge of refugees streaming into Europe have drawn the world's attention to the plight of refugees. Policy makers, from East Africa to South Asia, from the Mashreq to the European Union, are struggling to find an adequate response to a crisis which has deep and potentially significant political, economic, and social consequences. As of end-2015, there were 15.5 million refugees (including asylum seekers and people in refugee-like situations) under the mandate of the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR). This is the second largest crisis since 1951.
Today, developing countries host the bulk of refugees. Yet, recent events amply demonstrate that in the absence of an adequate international response the crisis cannot be easily contained to a few host countries; some refugees engage in secondary movements and increasingly try to reach OECD countries.
There have been numerous anecdotal reports of refugees remaining in exile for generations.
Indeed, forced displacement can last. This duration is highly variable across situations: the exile of Kosovars in 1999 lasted for several weeks, while it has reached close to 70 years for Palestinians.
From an operational perspective, the type of support that is needed in protracted situations is essentially distinct from what is necessary during relatively short crises. With the passing of time temporary lack of schooling turns into illiteracy, pressures on social or urban services gradually weaken systems, and the humanitarian response eventually becomes financially unsustainable. In such situations, a different type of approach is needed, one that relies on economic growth and opportunities and that requires a strong engagement by development actors (World Bank 2016). In short, the very nature of the necessary response to a refugee crisis is determined by the (expected) duration of the crisis.
Assessing the likely duration of exile is hence of crucial importance. It helps shape the political environment in which host countries and potential host countries are making policy decisions. It provides the basis on which effective assistance programs can be designed, including the optimal mix of emergency and medium-term support, the degree to which programs need to be embedded in country systems, and the required policy adjustments in host countries.
Based on existing data, it is not possible to calculate an expectancy of the duration of exile as individual-level data are not available. We can however calculate the average number of years people who are currently refugees have already spent in exile. This number can help determine the degree to which the global response should include a development element. We find that the average stood at around 10.3 years at the end of 2015, with a median duration of 4 years, and significant sensitivity to a few situations. Such numbers re-emphasize the importance of effective humanitarian interventions on the right scale. They suggest that development actors have a role to play but that they need to focus their interventions on a set of discrete protracted situations.
To produce these numbers, we rely on the Population Statistics Database compiled and maintained by UNHCR. The database records the number of "persons of interest" to UNHCR in each year since 1951 and for each situation, where a situation consists of a pair host-origin countries.
The calculation of duration of exile is obtained under a no-turnover assumption, whereby a decrease in the number of refugees for any given situation is fully attributed to exits from refugee status, while increases are assumed to be fully accounted for by new cases. Although such approach tends to over-estimate the true duration of exile, the lack of individual-level data on registration precludes refining the estimate further. The rest of the paper is organized as follows. Section 1 gives some definitions and background information on the refugee population. In section 2, we provide some summary statistics from our main source of data, the UNHCR Population Statistics Database. Section 3 describes the method followed to construct duration statistics and presents a few stylized facts. The results of our analysis are presented in section 4. Section 5 concludes.
Background: Definitions and Data
Under the terms of the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees -henceforth the Conventionlater amended by the 1967 Protocol, a refugee is a person, who "owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or political opinion, is outside the country of his nationality, and is unable to, or owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that country." Yet, data collection is a difficult exercise, due to both methodological issues (UNHCR 2014) and practical challenges, especially in situations of heightened insecurity or mass refugee situations.
To date, UNHCR maintains the most comprehensive statistical database under a uniform methodology. UNHCR publishes annual data on refugee flows and stocks by countries of residence and origin dating back to 1951, shortly after the Office was established. UNHCR publishes annual statistical reports ranging from "Global Trends", "Mid-year trends", "Asylum trends", to a "Statistical Yearbook". There is a consensus that these data provide the most reliable source of information (Sarzin 2016).
Our analysis exclusively uses data from the 1951-2015 UNHCR Population Statistics Reference database (extracted September 18 2015). Data were provided for 173 countries: 77 percent of these data were based on individual refugee registration, 13 percent on estimates, 5 percent on combined estimation and registration, and 5 percent on other sources. The data are structured as follows: for each situation, the database records annual numbers of persons of concern, which comprise "Refugees (including refugee-like situations)", "Asylum seekers", "Internally Displaced Persons", "Returnees", "Stateless" persons, and "Others of concern". A situation is a pair country of origin/country of destination. For example, Somali refugees in Kenya account for one situation, Somali refugees in Ethiopia for another, and South Sudanese refugees in Kenya for yet another.
Furthermore, a situation is considered major if it involves more than 25,000 people. It is referred to as protracted if it is major for at least 5 continuous years.
The database, and therefore our analysis, is limited to refugees under UNHCR protection. Overall, we account for more than 99 percent of the total number of persons of concern for UNHCR who are not either IDPs, Stateless, asylum-seekers, or returnees. While the ongoing refugee crisis is global, it remains largely concentrated in developing countries especially in the Middle East, South Asia, and Africa. Table 1 
What do UNHCR data tell us?

Methodological approach
The construction of duration statistics with aggregate data is an arduous exercise. To overcome such lack of information in the data we are using, we make the following noturnover assumptions. It is assumed that the same individuals are counted year after year. There is at this stage no data to ensure that people who are counted one year are the same as those who are counted the next year. So person A may well return to her country, while person B arrives: the data will note that one person has been in exile continuously. In most situations, this assumption is not correct (there are back and forth movements between the country of origin and the place of exile), but probably not too far from the reality (as long as conditions in a country are so dire that people continue to flee in large numbers, massive return is unlikely). It implies, however, that any calculation of a duration is an over-estimate.
Technically, if a situation has N t registered cases in year t, and N t+1 in year t + 1, then the number of individuals who remained in exile between t and t + 1 is given by min (N t ; N t+1 ) . In other words, in years of net refugee outflow, i.e. N t > N t+1 , the no-turnover assumption implies that there was an exactly (N t −N t+1 ) outflow of individuals, rather than a larger outflow mitigated by some inflow. Similarly, in years of net refugee inflow, i.e. N t < N t+1 , it is assumed that no refugee left between t and t + 1, but rather that (N t+1 − N t ) is the exact number of newly registered refugees. Such assumption will over-estimate individual exile durations because it ignores the possibility that among the min (N t ; N t+1 ), some might actually be new cases.
With the no-turnover assumption, we construct a "lower-bound envelope" of refugee population dynamics as illustrated in Figure 3 . This allows us to determine the earlier possible date of arrival for each cohort of current refugees. As an illustration, we go back to the Somalia-Kenya Next, we aggregate all situations and consider one single "global refugee population". We have for each year a number of people who arrived in a variety of situations and make up a global flow. We can hence calculate global average and median durations. For each year, we can also break down the flow across countries of arrival. We can construct similar lower-bound envelopes starting from any "current year" which we choose as a reference point. For example, we can apply the same protocols to evaluate average and median durations as of 1994 (the lower-bound envelope is depicted by the dash-dot line in Figure 3 ). This allows us to follow the variation of aggregate mean and median averages over time. Our approach also allows us to look at the evolution of the average duration of exile over the years. We restricted our analysis to the post-Cold War era, i.e. from 1991 on, since this marked a fundamental change in the global geopolitical system. Figure 5 displays the evolution over time of the average (panel 5a) and median (panel 5b) durations of exile since 1991. To see how these statistics are affected by particular situations, the dashed line excludes some situations -Afghan refugees, Vietnamese refugees in China, and Syrian refugees. We also find that while the number of refugees in exile for 5 or 10 years has remained relatively stable over time, the number of refugees in exile for over 20 and over 30 years has gradually increased, in large part due to the lack of solution for Afghan refugees. 
Conclusion
This short analysis of UNHCR data provides several insights. First, it shows that available refugee data can be used to clarify some important parts of the policy debate. Much of this debate has been informed by advocacy on the one side, and xenophobia on the other. Using evidence can help provide a more nuanced perspective of a complex issue.
Second, it highlights the limitations of available data. In particular in the absence of individualized data, it is not possible to calculate the average duration of exile, but only an over-estimate.
It is also not possible to calculate an expectancy which could be useful for policy makers. Should individualized data be available, such calculations would become possible.
Third, it provides an over-estimate of the mean duration of exile at around 11 years and of the median duration at about 4 years. The mean duration of exile has been fairly stable since the late 1990s, at 11 to 15 years.
Fourth, it underlines the plight of those who are in protracted exile. Their number has remained steady since the mid-1990s, at 5 million to 7 million people. The mean duration of their plight, however, has gradually increased and exceeds 20 years.
Fifth, it suggests that all these numbers are very sensitive to two country contexts: Afghanistan, which pushes all averages up (and without which the average duration of protracted situations is reduced by almost half) and the Syrian Arab Republic which still brings them down. Yet, when both situations are excluded, neither the mean nor the median varies substantially.
And sixth, it shows that in many cases a reduction in the average duration of exile is the result of an inflow of new refugees, and hence of an aggravation of the situation.
Unfortunately, comparable data are not available to carry out similar calculations for IDPs.
The definition of a "protracted situation" for IDPs is also complex, considering that there is no
clear definition of what would constitute a measurable end-point for their ordeal. Case studies may provide more useful insights than aggregate global figures.
These numbers re-emphasize the importance of effective humanitarian interventions on the right scale. They suggest that development actors have a role to play but that they need to focus their interventions on a set of discrete situations. Time-series also show that the perceptions of a crisis spinning out of control are not supported by the available evidence. And let us never forget that this is not about numbers but about people and about an immense amount of human suffering.
